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WHAT IS A DIARY?
Within a private domain:
Subjective, thoughtful, personal, factual 
Within a public domain: 
Objective experiences, a genre of 
distorted reality
(Paperno, 2004; Autrey, 1991)
SOCIOLOGICAL 
FUNCTIONS
- Form subjectivity in situations of 
constraint (Hellbeck, 2006)
- Explore multiple identities           
(Fargher, 2012)
- Cope with end of life (Cox, 2013)
- Combat feelings of isolation (Beattie, 
2009)
SCIENTIFIC 
FUNCTIONS
- Identify health patterns 
- Improve cognitive processes 
- Enhance meaning making 
- Increase self awareness à dialectical 
thinking and wisdom
(Alexander et al., 2016; Chang et al., 
2013)
TRAITS
- Diarists have historically been women
à Diaries are associated with femininity.
- Writing in code, redacting, or burning 
material
à Diaries are associated with privacy.
(Autrey, 1991; Douglas, 2015)
DIARIES IN 
ARCHIVES
Archives were not created with women 
in mind (Yale, 2015).
Archived diaries are both thought of as:
- A historical primary source 
- Subjective/non-authoritative 
(Paperno, 2004; Autrey, 1991)
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ETHICAL GROUNDINGS
OF “RADICAL EMPATHY”
IDEALIST: 
• Physically possible in all archival scenarios
• Respects the humanity of the people involved
REALIST: 
• Balanced approach between excessive and deficient
• Empathy is in accord with human nature
PRAGMATIST: 
• Time-consuming, requires outside education 
à Not the most efficient means to an end
• Shows care 
à Brings the greatest good to a great number of people
EXISTENTIALIST: 
• Free from influence of others
• Works together with the archivist's conscious to be an 
arbiter of good
Ethical grounding framework taken from: 
Barger, R N. “The Ethical Decision-Making Process.” 
Computer Ethics: A Case Based Approach. Cambridge 
University Press, 2008: 70–79.
RESEARCH QUESTION: 
Is it ethical to keep personal writing [e.g. diaries] 
in publically-accessible archives?
RESEARCH METHOD: 
Data Collection: read 40 items of scholarly literature about personal 
writing and the ethics of archives. Data Analysis: thematic.
DIARIES SHOULD
BE IN THE ARCHIVES
CONTEXT
• Archive: a place for historical research and 
preservation (Autrey, 1991)
• Diary: historical text (Paperno, 2004)
• Diaries aid archival research.
AUDIENCE
• Writing is inherently communicative (Kuhn-
Osius, 1981).
• Audience is assumed in writing (Autrey, 
1991).
• There is an implicit audience to each diary 
(Kuhn-Osius, 1981).
CONTENT
• Diarist: from marginalized group
• User relates to diarist.
• Content may validate user experiences 
(Cooper, 1987).
DIARIES SHOULD NOT 
BE IN THE ARCHIVES
CONTEXT
• Archive: housed in public (Yale, 2015)
• Diary: written in private (Douglas, 2015)
• Changing contexts à diarist loses control 
over their narrative.
AUDIENCE
• Writing is inherently communicative (Kuhn-
Osius, 1981).
• Audience is assumed in writing (Autrey, 
1991).
• The implicit audience can be an audience 
of one (Paperno, 2004).
CONTENT
• May negatively affect those still living 
(Rose, 1991).
• Info may be taken out of context (Cooper, 
1987).
PROPOSED SOLUTION
Radical Empathy: the ability to understand and appreciate 
others’ feelings and experiences (Caswell and Cifor, 2016).
To use radical empathy in the archives, archivists must be 
mindful of four relationships:
Practical ways to apply the radical empathy method to 
diaries in archives:
• Ask questions: “Would the creator want this material to 
be made available?” (Caswell and Cifor, 34)
• Respect privacy even if it is inconvenient: do not think 
of anonymity as a hindrance in cataloguing (Ross, 
2013). 
• Adopt user-centric policies (Caswell and Cifor, 2016).
• Educate yourself about the community surrounding 
and affected by the content of the diary (Caswell and 
Cifor, 2016).
• Question the archival field for a stronger practice   
(Cifor and Wood, 2017).
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